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OUTSTANDING ARTICLE IN JOURNAL
OF BUSINESS COMMUNICATION
Commentary by Jim Suchan
The Naval Postgraduate School
IN THE PAST 20 years, research on new communication technologies,
particularly email, has exploded. So much work has been published that
it’s difficult to synthesize research results into a coherent framework
describing the different factors influencing email use in organizations.
That makes classroom instruction about effective media choice strategies
and research on communication technology effectiveness difficult. By
synthesizing communication technology research and creating models for
email use, Bart van den Hooff, Jasper Groot, and Sander de Jonge’s arti-
cle, “Situational Influences on the Use of Communication Technologies:
A Meta-Analysis and Exploratory Study” (“Situational Influences”),
helps us to navigate through the numerous and contradictory research
studies in these areas to better inform our teaching and research.
This article is impressive for several reasons. First, it’s ambitious.
The authors organize the extensive research on communication tech-
nologies into three theoretical approaches, provide a meta-analysis
of empirical studies about email use in organizations that they syn-
thesize into a model, and test the model using data from a Dutch
organization. Second, the article is tight and compact, providing
many insights in a few pages. Finally, the article stands up to multi-
ple readings. In fact, I’ve now read the article three times, and it
seems only to get better after each reading.
To give you an overview of the insights found in “Situational
Influences,” I’m going to summarize the findings that answer the
study’s major research questions. Because the article is thick with
insights and explains in careful detail the statistical methods used to
derive its empirical model of email use, I’m going to simplify some
of the complex email use relationships that the article describes.
Theories of Communication Technology Use
The authors’first research question asks, “Which theoretical approaches
about the use of communication technologies in organizations can be
identified?” To shape this wide-ranging research, the authors classify
this work into three theoretical categories: contingency, subjectivist,
and situational theories.
The central premise of communication technology contingency
theories is the need for a fit between the characteristics of the com-
munication task and the characteristics of the media used to perform
that task. From this theoretical orientation comes research on the rel-
ative leanness or richness of particular media, the need to align the
relative degree of message or situational equivocality with the appro-
priate level of media richness, and the symbolic value of media
choice. The media choice models resulting from this contingency
approach have been prescriptive primarily because communication
media are assumed to have inherent characteristics, task perceptions
are presumed to be largely objective, and workers are seen primarily
as autonomous, rational actors when assessing media and making
media choice decisions. In fact, much business and managerial com-
munication instruction on media choice operates from the premises
of contingency theories.
Van den Hooff, Groot, and de Young point out that though several
studies support the validity of the need to align the relative degree of
task or situational equivocality with the degree of richness inherent in
a medium, other research has not validated this task-media fit hypoth-
esis. The authors describe studies that have shown factors such as
people’s perception of the communication media, the organization’s
media norms, and other factors such as time, distance, and the number
of media users influence significantly workers’ media choices.
Subjectivist theories, the second perspective, have as their central
premise that a worker’s social or organizational environment influ-
ences media choice. More specifically, perceptions, attitudes, and
intentions, created through workplace interaction and resulting from
organizational communication norms, affect a worker’s attitudes
toward communication technologies, his or her intention to use the
technology, and the actual use of it. Subjectivist theories contend that
organizations and its workers cojointly construct the value and use of
communication technologies. In other words, communication tech-
nologies are not self-evident artifacts whose use is prescribed by the
supposedly objective characteristics (relative leanness or richness)
of media. As we have seen, this approach contrasts markedly with
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contingency theories that posit effective communication technology
use depends on the optimal fit between the task and the medium.
Finally, situational theories stress that workers’ attitudes toward and
uses of communication technologies are steered by a medium’s abil-
ity to overcome organizational constraints—work schedules, office
locations, time zone differences—and workers’ experience and exper-
tise with a specific medium over time. Research from this perspective
shows that a medium’s richness is not an objective phenomena but
a perception shaped by users’ experience with that medium. In other
words, workers’ perceptions of richness change over time as workers
gather experience and expertise with using the medium.
This classification system of major research findings into three
theoretical perspectives can help us sort through and make sense of
the contradictory research findings about communication technol-
ogy published in the past 15 years. Furthermore, this system and the
explication of some of the major research within each theoretical
framework provide the theoretical approaches and the specific vari-
ables that inform the study’s meta-analysis of email use.
Email Use Model Through Meta-Analysis
The article’s second research question asks, “How can the contin-
gency, subjectivist, and situational approaches be integrated into a
model explaining email use in organizations?” The authors’ model is
generated from a meta-analysis of 17 email use studies published in
leading management, communication, and information systems
journals. This analysis identifies the important variables and rela-
tionships in the research, and the model shows the links between
these various relationships. The article provides a valuable table that
summarizes the results of the meta-analysis by variables (email use,
email adoption, experience, etc,), the category to which the variables
belong (user, medium, social environment), the measures used to test
the strength of the relationship between the variables (Pearson cor-
relation, F value, t value, etc.), the strength of the relationship, its
direction (positive or negative), and the research source.
The meta-analysis results in a relatively complex model of email
use that reflects a mix of the three theoretical approaches I discussed
earlier. The factors that influence the perceived usefulness of email,
actual email use, and the range of tasks it’s used for are the following:
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user, task, social environment, and medium. Each of these four
factors has either three or five variables that define the factor.
Needless to say, the model shows a large number of relationships.
To help us better understand the model, the authors sift through the
relationships the model maps and come up with several interesting
conclusions. First, email use is mediated by the range of tasks for
which workers perceive it to be appropriate. Second, perception of
email usefulness is determined by workers’ perceived value of email
as a communication medium. That perception of value is influenced
by workers’ social environments, particularly the organization’s com-
munication norms, the work context (geographic dispersion of work-
ers, critical mass of users, task time constraints, etc.), and coworkers’
perception and use of email. Finally, worker characteristics such as their
innovativeness, age, organizational position, and expertise in using the
medium influence the perceived applicability and use of email.
In short, the model shows that email use is a far more complex
phenomenon than contingency theories lead us to believe. A web of
complex variables that coalesce around workers’ perceived applica-
bility of email account for email use.
Testing the Validity of the Model
The final research question asks whether the model created through
the meta-analysis is valid. Also, by testing the model, the authors
sought to determine the relative value of the three theoretical
approaches. To validate the model, the authors distributed in the
Dutch branch of an international consulting firm a survey containing
questions that represented the variables in their model. Of the 162
employees who received the survey via email, 92 responded—a 57%
response rate. To analyze the data, the authors used structural equa-
tion modeling to create an empirical model of email use.
The authors found that the empirical model generated from their
data is very similar to the model that resulted from their meta-analysis.
Both models show that the perceived applicability of email is an
important influence on email use. Furthermore, perceived appli-
cability is influenced by a number of variables, including tasks,
medium, and user characteristics as well as the organizational
environment. For example, users who have expertise using email,
who work in organizations where coworkers use email extensively,
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and who perceive email as a rich medium that helps them overcome
organizational barriers such as geography use email for a wide range
of both lean and rich communication tasks. However, the study does
not determine if their email use is effective.
Rather surprisingly, the authors found in their empirical model
that the greater experience workers have using email, the less they
use it. That finding contrasts with situational theories that suggest
the more experience one has with a communication technology, the
more often one uses the technology. Implicit in this finding may be
workers’ realization of the limitations of email due to their extensive
experience with the medium. After all, there’s a significant differ-
ence between email use and effective use of the medium.
Clearly, “Situational Influences” is a complex, multilayered work
that deserves repeated readings. I’ve merely touched on some of the
key findings in the article. Most importantly, van den Hooff, Groot,
and de Jonge’s work has given us a more detailed, complex frame-
work for thinking about communication technologies, particularly
email use. I believe we owe it to our students and our research com-
munity to be familiar with this work.
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Commentary by Leena Louhiala-Salminen
Helsinki School of Economics
FIRST, I CONGRATULATE Yunxia Zhu on an excellent publica-
tion. Her work was the unanimous choice by the ABC Publication
Board to win the Distinguished Publication category.
